Friedmann's Lark Mirafra pulpa — an enigma
Peter C. Lack

riedmann's Lark Mirafra pulpa remains some-
Fthing of an enigma. Its similarity to other species,
most notably Singing Bush Lark Mirafra cantillans,
has presumably led to its being overlooked: however
its call is distinctive, very obvious and far-carrying.
This note principally seeks to alert observers to its
possible presence. in order that they may be able to
add significantly to our knowledge of the species. It
should occur in some of the areas visited by
birdwatching tourists, although is unrecorded by
them. Nobody knows. for example, whether or not
it is endangered or vulnerable. nobody has ever
found it breeding and indeed rather few people have
even seen it at all.

The species was described in 1930 by Herbert
Friedmann' from a specimen collected in southern
Shoa Province of Ethiopia by E A Mearns in May 1912.
Three birds (an adult and two young individuals)
were also collected by the same expedition near
Archer's Post in northern Kenya and described origi-
nally as Mirafra candida’. Tt is now generally agreed
that these taxa are conspecific. The species was then
lost until the early 1970s when single birds killed
themselves against the walls of Ngulia Safari Lodge in
Tsavo West National Park in December 1972 and
November 197+, and were collected by the Ngulia
ringing team.

[ lived in Tsavo East National Park for just over
two years from late 197+ and during that time saw, or
more correctly heard, a lark fairly regularly which
was not in any of the books available to me. Although
very similar to Singing Bush Lark it had a ‘song’ totally
unlike that species and it occurred in rather different
habitat, it preferring areas with quite thick grass
(relatively rare in Tsavo East National Park) with
some bushes and/or small trees present. The call was
a characteristic and very far-carrying hoo-ee-0o with
emphasis on the second part (almost hwee-oo at
times). My records were in December or January, in
and immediately after the short rains, and again in
April. I had no records during the dry season. This
Wwas not just that it was not singing, as [ had no records
of any lark resembling the species at that time. For the
period of my stay in Tsavo [ retained records of this
‘species’ on the basis of its song. About a week before
I left, the then warden, Tony Carn, collected one in
order to prove that it was indeed Mirafra pulpa. For
a full description of the bird and more details of my
records at this time see Lack®.

Since then, there has been one further bird
caught and ringed at the lights of Ngulia, in Decem-
ber 1978. A bird tape-recorded by Rowland McVicker
at Kiboko, near the north-west corner of Tsavo East
in June 1974 has been confirmed as the species'.
During the next 15 years there were several claims,
from parts of northern Kenya in particular, but none
have been substantiated, and several of those initially
accepted in East African Bird Reports have subse-
quently been withdrawn by the observers concerned.
It was also looked for regularly in Tsavo, but without
success, until December 1992, when the Ngulia
ringers found up to ¢150 birds in a small area near
Kilaguni Lodge in Tsavo West National Park®. The
birds were singing and displaying although no con-
crete evidence of breeding was found.

Subsequent to this, the only records I am aware
of are the following. In September 1994, Neil Baker
photographed one in Mkomazi Game Reserve in north-
ern Tanzania. My own visit to Mkomazi in July—August
1993 failed to produce the species, but when I re-
turned in December 1995, 1 heard the characteristic
song on four mornings. In two and a half weeks in the
reserve [ recorded at least ten individuals in three
separate locations, one with seven individuals in ear-
shot at once. Subsequently, Neil Baker has recorded
it again in Mkomazi in March 1996.

So what is its status? The short answer is that
nobody really knows. It is clearly not a common bird
anywhere and may warrant classification in one of the
rare and endangered categories of Red Data books,
but as so little is known it is difficult to be sure.

Most records are from the Tsavo area of south-east
Kenya and extending into northern Tanzania, and
from December, January and April. As three have now
been attracted to the lights of Ngulia Safari Lodge, it
would appear that it is principally a migrant, arriving
in the Tsavo area for the rainy season. However, the

" two records in June and September indicate that at

least some birds appear to remain for the dry season.
The lack of records from Tsavo East in the dry season
may be due to habitat requirements. During the rainy
season in Tsavo East the preferred conditions are met
in several places but as the grass dries out and disap-
pears for the dry season, the area becomes much less
suitable for the species. Mkomazi and Kiboko are
situated in areas with higher rainfall and may there-
fore have enough grass to sustain it through other
seasons. However, the species remains very difficult
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to distinguish in the field when not calling. Zimmerman
et al note that it is richer-coloured than the sympatric
Singing Bush Lark and with more heavy streaking on
the upperparts, rather less prominent white supercili-
ary stripe, and usually more reddish brown central
tail feathers (not greyish brown or sepia). Also
Singing Bush Lark prefers more open habitatand does
not need bushes or trees.

Birders are requested to search for the species and
report all possible sightings. The call should be easy
to pick out, and once learnt is not forgotten. Don't
forget to have your bedroom window open either, as
it often sings at night, especially with a full moon!

Acknowledgements

[ am very grateful to the Royal Geographical Society
for inviting me to participate in the Mkomazi Ecologi-
cal Research Programme and for facilitating my visits
there. 7

KILOMBERO WEAVER

USAMBARA EAGLE OWL  SPOT THROAT

ALL TOURS FULLY BONDED

AGENTS FOR
BAKER WORLD TRAVEL LTD
HOLDERS OF ATOL 2972

UDZUNGWA FOREST PARTRIDGE

PRESENTS TANZANIA EXPEDITION 98 JAN 30 - FEB 22

Visiting
¢ Kilombero Flood Plains ¢ Udzungwa Mountains ¢ East Usambaras ¢
e Serengeti ® Ngorogoro Crater ¢

Price £1450, excluding flight.

DAPPLED MOUNTAIN ROBIN

References

1. Friedmann, H. 1930. A lark new to science from
southern Ethiopia. Occ. Pap. Boston Soc. Nat. Hist. 5:
257-259.

2. Friedmann, H. 1930. A lark new to science from
north-central Kenya Colony. Auk 47: 418—119.

3. Lack,P.C.1977. The status of Friedmann's Bush-Lark
Mirafra pulpa. Scopus 1: 3139,

4. Pearson, D.J., Rodwell, S. and Turner D. 1992.

Friedmann's Lark resurtaces in Tsavo. Kerya Birds 1:

43-44.

Zimmerman, D.A., Turner, D.A. and Pearson, D.].

1996. Birds of Kenya and northern Tanzania. Lon-

don: Christopher Helm.

()

British Trust for Ornithology. The Nunnery, Thetford.
Norfolk IP24 2PU, UK.

TURACO TOURS

SPECIALISTS IN BUDGET BIRDING TOURS
TO AFRICA AND MADAGASCAR

ULUGURU BUSH SHRIKE WHITE WINGED APALIS

RUFOUS WINGED SUNBIRD

MADAGASCAR and UGANDA tours available, details on request.

For more information contact Guy Eldridge, Welsh Myers Farm,
Skeffington, Leics LE7 9YE. Tel 01162-598226 / 01585-241774

134 — Bull ABC Vol 4 No 2

Little-known African Birds



